Bantel et al. report that α-toxin from *Staphylococcus aureus* can induce apoptosis in immune cells (page 637). This may help the bacterium to immunosuppress the victim and continue proliferating.*S. aureus* was known to induce apoptosis, but the underlying mechanism was unknown. Bantel et al. find that the inducer is soluble. Experiments with antibodies and purified proteins indicate that the relevant soluble factor is α-toxin, which forms pores in the target cell membrane.

FigureApoptosis can be triggered by a bacterial α-toxin.

The α-toxin activates intracellular caspases independently of transmembrane death receptor proteins, and can induce release of cytochrome c from isolated mitochondria. In both cases, however, the mechanism is likely to be indirect. Pores formed by α-toxin are unlikely to be big enough to allow either entry of α-toxin into the cell or exit of cytochrome c from mitochondria. Thus, apoptosis may be triggered by loss of monovalent ions through the plasma membrane pores. In addition, if the bacterium gains access to the inside of the cell, the intracellular α-toxin may form pores in mitochondria that activate a process leading to cytochrome c release. ▪

[^1]: <wellsw@rockefeller.edu>
